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5]& INTRODUCTION

The world loves to celebrate champions. Winners receive trophies, prizes and recognition. The
public knows their names and achievements. They instantly become heroes and stars. They
appear in TV commercials and their photos show up on cereal boxes. Who will remember those
contestants who did not win? The second-best participants are called the runner-up or silver
medalists. Those are nicer ways to call the “losers.” To put it bluntly, Genesis 21 is a story about
winners and losers. Sarah gave birth to Isaac. Her son would inherit Abraham’s estate and God’s
covenant. Whereas, Hagar and Ishmael were kicked out from the family. Although God still
promised them future blessings, they would be excluded from God’s covenant. As we read the
story, we cannot help but ask how God decides to receive some people but reject others. The
short answer is: we do not know. God’s wisdom is way higher than ours. He has the full right to
do whatever He sees fit. Therefore, God’s sovereign grace takes away our pride. We should
forever be thankful that He gives us an opportunity to know Him and to accept Him.

fi#f2 EXPLANATION
1. BHRAY=4E Exultation of a Mom (v. 1-7)

First, we see an exultation of a mom in the passage. The author highlights Sarah’s joy at the birth
of Isaac. Let us read from verse 1 to 7. In chapter 18, Sarah giggled in her heart out of disbelief
when God told her that she would bear a son. Now Sarah openly laughed with joy when God’s
word came true. In fact, she invited everyone to share her joy. The author says God “visited”
Sarah in verse 1. The Hebrew word can also mean “pay attention to.” The Chinese Bible
accurately render the word “showed grace to.” It was as if He flipped a switch in Sarah and
started the process from pregnancy to childbirth. God took action when the right time came. We
see phrases “as He had said” or “as He had spoken” repeated three times in the first two verses.
God completed what He had promised. Let us refresh our memory on what God said earlier. He
told Abraham in Genesis 17:21 — “But I will establish my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall
bear to you at this time next year.” God overcame a physical barrier and gave this senior couple a
son. The baby was born at the precise time God told Abraham. Moreover, it was a baby boy just
as God said. Abraham then followed God’s earlier commands after the child was born. He named
him Isaac. He also performed circumcision on the baby eight days later. [saac was not only the
first offspring of the couple. He would become an heir of the family. At that time, the oldest son
inherited the estate after the father passed away. Even today, some families still value boys over
girls. I remember a neighbor in my childhood who had seven daughters until a son finally came
on board. I felt bad for the mom who went through anxiety over and again, not to mention the
pain of delivery she suffered! Sarah must have shouldered a lot burden from people’s expectation
on her. Long gone was the ridicule she faced all those years due to her infertility. Abraham was
100 years old when he became a dad. Suppose he was 30 when he married Sarah. That would be
70 years of shame Sarah endured! To conceive at such a high age was no doubt a miracle. God
also enabled Sarah to nurse her baby. Despite the long wait, God fulfilled His promise to the
couple without further delay. Waiting is hard. We want tomorrow’s things done yesterday. We



hope babies will by-pass teenage years and reach adulthood. Some people dream of retiring at 50
or earlier! Paul tells us that there is one thing all Christians should wait patiently for — the future
glory of heaven. He says in Romans 8:23-25 — 23 Not only that, but we also who have the
firstfruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for the
adoption, the redemption of our body. 24 For we were saved in this hope, but hope that is seen is
not hope; for why does one still hope for what he sees? 25 But if we hope for what we do not
see, we eagerly wait for it with perseverance. In the context, Paul says the whole creation groan
in pain due to the corruption of the world. You do not need to be a senior person to feel fatigue
and stress after a long day of work. Any new product will get old, worn and eventually become
obsolete. People get bored and worried easily. All those issues are effects of sin. The long-term
solution is not to hope for new stuff or a better future. Nothing in the present age will last forever
and will give us permanent satisfaction. Those facts remind us that this world is not our eternal
home. God wants us to put our hope in Him. The Bible tells us that this world will finally come
to an end when Jesus returns. God will complete the final step of His salvation plan. He will
usher His children into heaven. It will surely take place according to His promise. Meanwhile,
God will give us strength to face daily challenges. He will give us grace to overcome problems.
We walk with Him by faith. One day, all Christians will worship before the Lord with joy.

2. FiT-#%%EZR Expulsion of a Son (v. 8-13)

The birth of Isaac brought exultation to a mom. However, the mood of the family quickly turned
180 degrees. One child’s arrival led to the expulsion of another son. Let us hear the reading from
verse 8 to 13. Abraham threw a big party to celebrate. Just then Sarah saw Ishmael make fun of
little Isaac. It is not usual for an older kid to tease someone who is younger, shorter and weaker.
How old were those two half-brothers? Chapter 17 tells us that Ishmael was 13 when Abraham
was 99. Isaac was born a year later. Now he was weaned, which would make him 2 to 3 years
old. Therefore, Ishmael could be 16 or 17 now. In the Jewish culture, a boy is considered to be an
adult when he turns 13. All in all, Ishmael was now an independent grown man. Any mom will
defend her kid when her child is bullied. Sarah complained to Abraham. She even made a
suggestion in verse 10: ...“Cast out this slave woman with her son, for the son of this slave
woman shall not be heir with my son Isaac.” Sarah was a forward-thinking person. She
understood that the two sons could not live together under the same roof. Ishmael would be a
competitor for the future inheritance after Abraham passed away. This dad was torn in his heart
because both boys were his sons. Sibling rivalry is common in families, not to mention that the
two children came from different moms. Guys: it causes more headache than fun to have two
wives. It will only be double the trouble. Don’t even think about it! Once again, God shows up in
aisle 10 for a cleanup. He told Abraham in verses 12 and 13: 12 ...“Be not displeased because of
the boy and because of your slave woman. Whatever Sarah says to you, do as she tells you, for
through Isaac shall your offspring be named. 13 And I will make a nation of the son of the slave
woman also, because he is your offspring.” God decided to bless Isaac and his descendants.
Therefore, Hagar and her son had to be cut off to prevent a future civil war in the family.
However, God would make Ishmael’s offspring into a great nation. He would bless him through
Abraham. You may protest: how could God ask someone to divorce his wife and kick out his
kid? We will try to address that question later. Paul recalls this incident in Romans 9:6-9 — 6 But
it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from Israel belong
to Israel, 7 and not all are children of Abraham because they are his offspring, but “Through



[saac shall your offspring be named.” 8 This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are
the children of God, but the children of the promise are counted as offspring. 9 For this is what
the promise said: “About this time next year I will return, and Sarah shall have a son.” Isaac was
born of God’s promise, while Ishmael was born of Sarah’s scheme. God had determined to
include Isaac but not Ishmael in His covenant. Ishmael was rejected by God even though he was
the firstborn biological child of Abraham. Paul makes it clear that not every physical descendant
of Abraham will be his spiritual child. Being a Jew by blood will not lead to salvation if the
person does not accept Jesus by faith. God does not show favor to people simply because they
are first in line or they have some superior qualities. We see similar effects in the Bible. For
example, God preferred Abel instead of his brother Cain, God picked Jacob over his twin brother
Esau, and Judas fell out of grace even though he was one of the disciples. God does not operate
by our rules. The world approves people who are smarter, wealthier and more successful. Those
who have better appearances, longer resumes and the right connections will have an edge. But
God gives us grace regardless of who we are. It does not matter whether or you are the first, last
or the only child in the family. He humbles those who have a lot, while He show mercy to those
who have a little. God’s grace helps us see ourselves from God’s eyes. Our response should be
thanks.

3. FEHiAYIERE Expansion of Grace (v. 14-21)

There was an exultation of joy when Isaac was born. The tension between the two moms led to
the expulsion of Ishmael. We will continue to read verse 14 to 21 when we see an expansion of
God’s grace. A single mom and his son were now expelled from the family. They only had a little
food and water. Abraham did not even give them animals for transportation. Hagar and Ishmael
soon got lost in the wilderness. They had no one to depend on and they did not know where to
go. Hagar rested under a tree and she cried out of desperation. The angel of the Lord appeared to
her just like He did in chapter 16 when she ran away from home. We said a while back that this
angel was God showing up in a human form. He reiterated a promise He made about Ishmael in
Genesis 16:10 — ...“T will surely multiply your offspring so that they cannot be numbered for
multitude.” God gave Hagar a sign that the promise would surely be fulfilled. He pointed her to a
well. Perhaps she did not expect to find water or God performed a miracle. God assured Hagar
that Ishmael would not only survive the desert. He would thrive and become a great nation. The
story of Hagar comes to an end as the author briefly mentions the growth of Ishmael in verses
20-21: 20 And God was with the boy, and he grew up. He lived in the wilderness and became an
expert with the bow. 21 He lived in the wilderness of Paran, and his mother took a wife for him
from the land of Egypt. God expanded His grace to Ishmael. The five words “and God was with
the boy” carry a lot of weight. A young man grew up with no father, no home, no relative and no
resource. But God protected him and provided for his needs. Later Ishmael learned archery. It
became his hunting and battling skills. Eventually, the mother and son settled in the wilderness
of Paran, which is outside the southern boundary of Canaan. Hagar ended up finding an Egyptian
girl as a wife for his son. All in all, Ishmael turned into an outsider. He was born of a maid, lived
beyond the Promised Land, married a Gentile and finally became an enemy of his half-brother.
God blessed Ishamel for the sake of Abraham. Similarly, God gives a lot of blessings to non-
believers. Examples are sunlight, air, rain, health, abilities to work, family, etc. However, just
like Ishmael was excluded from God’s eternal covenant, non-Christians will not have an eternal
relationship with God. Dear parents: I am sure you love your children. But do you care about



their eternal destiny? Bring them to Jesus. Salvation is the biggest blessing they can have in this
life. Ultimately, God decides who to receive and who to reject. Paul states in Romans 9:14-15
this way: 14 What shall we say then? Is there injustice on God’s part? By no means! 15 For he
says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have compassion on whom
[ have compassion.” The question of fairness arises whenever we ponder the fact that God
chooses to save some but not all people. According to Paul, the answer is straightforward. Since
God is sovereign, He alone calls the shots. He does not owe anyone an explanation either.
Suppose you go to a chicken farm and pick a bird for dinner. How will you choose? Some people
prefer a fat one, while others favor a lean one. The chicken cannot protest: “It’s unfair! Why do
you choose me?”” But of course, chickens cannot talk but humans will argue. In our minds, we
think God should bring everyone into heaven. But the fact is that there is no fairness in salvation.
If we ask God to treat us equally, then hell is the only destiny we deserve. Thank God that He
deals with us by grace. You can be saved because God showed you grace. Here is the interesting
part: we do not know whom God has chosen to save. People may resist the gospel at first. But
later they repent their sins and accept Jesus. That is why we must still reach out to non-believers.
We pray that God will shed light into their hearts, help them realize that they are sinners and they
need the Savior. May the Lord use us as messengers of the good news.

44t CONCLUSION

God’s sovereign grace takes away our pride. In today’s story, Abraham was at a crossroad. He
must make a tough decision to prevent foreseeable conflicts between his two wives. Abraham
had to cut off from Hagar and Ishmael. Sarah overcame competition from her maid. But her
victory was not about preserving a husband for herself or protecting Abraham’s inheritance for
Isaac. God had a bigger plan. He ensured that His promise would come true through Isaac. In the
end, God guaranteed some blessings to Ishmael. But what he would receive were temporary
success in terms of land and people. The destinies of Isaac and Ishmael are like the difference
between heaven and earth. We need to make a wise choice in life. We should fix our eyes on
what God sees as the best. Only God can give us enduring peace and joy. Only He can secure our
future hope. Only He can receive us into eternity. All those everlasting blessings can only be
found in Jesus Christ, our Lord.
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